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Figure 1: Map of Loudoun County, Virginia with principal roads, towns, and waterways. Map courtesy of the 

Loudoun County Office of Mapping. 
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Figure 2. Historically African-American Communities of Loudoun County, Virginia. Prepared by Loudoun County 

Office of Mapping, May 15, 2001 (Map #2001-015) from data collected by the Black History Committee of the 

Friends of Thomas Balch Library, Leesburg, Va. 
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I.  Abstract 
 

History Matters surveyed 210 properties that relate to the history of African Americans in Loudoun 

County, Virginia.  Of the surveyed properties, 200 were surveyed at the reconnaissance level 

(exterior documentation) and ten were intensively documented (exterior and interior).  The 

documented resources date from the late 18
th
 through the mid-20

th
 centuries.   

 

Approximately 90 percent of the surveyed properties are located within the 30 historically African-

American towns, villages, hamlets or neighborhoods that the projectôs cosponsor, the Black History 

Committee of the Friends of the Thomas Balch Library, identified during their African American 

Community mapping project in 2001.  Initial research suggests that most of the identified 

communities were founded by African Americans in the three decades that followed the end of the 

American Civil War.  Many of the villages were established by former slaves who purchased land 

from white landowners. 

 

Documented building types include single- and multi-family dwellings, schools, commercial 

buildings, religious buildings, and cemeteries.  By far, the most common building type was the 

single-family dwelling.  While stylistic trends were generally muted, some common forms and 

building techniques were discernable. Loudounôs African-American communities were characterized 

by clusters of modest residences that were often accompanied by churches or schools and, less 

frequently, by general stores. 

 

Three types of African-American communities were documented: independent communities 

(Willisville, St. Louis, Bowmantown, Hillsboro/Short Hill); segregated neighborhoods or enclaves 

within larger, mixed-race towns (Purcellville, Hamilton, and Round Hill); and small, mixed-race 

rural communities (Sycolin and Watson). 
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IV. Project Description and Research Design 

 
In 2002 and 2003, under contract to the Loudoun County Board of Supervisors, History Matters 

surveyed 210 historic resources that relate to the history of African Americans in Loudoun County, 

Virginia.  Of the surveyed properties, 200 were surveyed at the reconnaissance level (exterior 

documentation) and ten were intensively documented (exterior and interior).  The documented 

resources date from the late 18
th
 through the mid-20

th
 centuries.  

 

History Mattersô research team was comprised of the following individuals: William Critzman, Patsy 

Fletcher, Megan Glynn, Kendra Hamilton, Edna Johnston, Jean McRae, and Kathryn Gettings 

Smith.  Edna Johnston is the Principal of History Matters and directed the project with Kathryn 

Gettings Smith, History Mattersô Senior Architectural Historian.  Ms. Smith led the teamôs survey 

and research efforts. 

 

Throughout the project, History Matters worked closely with the Loudoun County Department of 

Planning and with the Virginia Department of Historic Resources (DHR). 

 

Before physical survey began, History Matters reviewed existing research materials and survey data 

at DHR headquarters in Richmond, Virginia and at Loudoun County.  We also collected relevant 

research materials from libraries in Loudoun County and Washington, DC and consulted resources at 

the Library of Virginia and the Virginia Historical Society in Richmond, Virginia, and at Alderman 

Library at the University of Virginia in Charlottesville.  Primary sources consulted included historic 

maps, census information, Loudoun County property records, and antebellum registration records of 

Loudoun Countyôs free persons of color.  In addition, History Matters utilized relevant information 

from surveys that had been conducted in the 1970s and 1980s by DHR and by its predecessor, the 

Virginia Historic Landmarks Commission. 

 

At the instruction of the Department of Planning, History Matters first surveyed those sites that the 

County identified as most threatened.  In addition, History Matters responded to several urgent 

requests by Loudoun County staff to survey sites that were deemed to be in immediate danger of 

destruction.  

 

After conducting a windshield survey of the County with David Edwards, the director of DHRôs 

Winchester office, to identify potential sites, it was determined that many more sites than those that 

were initially identified would be needed to meet the project goal of surveying 200 sites.  Using data 

generated by the Black History Committee of the Friends of the Thomas Balch Libraryôs 

Community Mapping Project that identified approximately 30 African-American communities in 

Loudoun County, History Matters asked local informants to help it define the boundaries of these 

communities and to identify historic sites to be surveyed (fig. 2). 

 

Charles Clark, Pastor Robert Grayson, Arlean Hill, Deborah Lee, Maura McKenney, Lorraine 

Moten, Mary Randolph, Elaine Thompson, and Francine Williams spent long hours working with 

Kathryn Gettings Smith and Patsy Fletcher of History Matters to identify nearly one hundred 

additional historic resources.  They and other members of the Black History Committee also 

contacted or helped History Matters contact local residents to identify sites, conduct interviews, and 

facilitate site visits.  Black History Committee Chair Pauline Singletary and Phyllis Cook Taylor 

provided contacts and publicity along with moral support for the additional work that was required. 

 



 9 

Throughout the entire project period, the Richmond DHR staff spent countless hours helping History 

Matters to obtain and analyze relevant information contained in two DHR databases, the obsolete 

Integrated Preservation Software (IPS) and the new Data Sharing System (DSS).  Navigating 

between the two state systems and then importing the data to more readily available data base 

software proved to be technically very difficult but crucial to the projectôs overall success.  History 

Matters is deeply grateful to all those who assisted us. 
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V. Historic Context 

A. Historic Overview 

 

 
Figure 3.  John Henryôs 1770 Map of Virginia.  From The Cartography of Northern 

Virginia: Facsimile Reproductions of Maps Dating From 1608 to 1915 by Richard W. 

Stephenson.  History and Archaeology Section, Office of Comprehensive Planning: 

Fairfax County, VA, 1981.  Plate 15.   

 

Loudoun County, 1722-1800 
 

Located in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains, Loudoun County was a part of the Virginia 

colonyôs western frontier during the early 18
th
 century.  In 1722, Alexander Spotswood, Virginiaôs 

royal governor between 1710 and 1722, negotiated the Treaty of Albany with the Iroquois Nation, 

who ceded all of the territory east of the Blue Ridge to the colony of Virginia.  This helped to entice 

to the west immigrants from Europe and migrants from other English colonies who sought 

inexpensive, fertile land, a commodity which was becoming increasingly difficult to find in the more 

settled portions of nearby colonies such as Pennsylvania and Maryland.  In addition, land speculation 

and soil exhaustion in much of eastern Virginia spurred migration from the more settled Tidewater 

region.
1
  Generally, the Tidewater migrants settled in the southeastern portion of Loudoun and 

                                                 
1
 Emily J. Salmon and Edward D.C. Campbell, Jr., editors, The Hornbook of Virginia History, (Richmond, VA: The 

Library of Virginia, Fourth Edition, 1994), p. 25. 
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established large tobacco-producing plantations, similar to those that they had left in the Tidewater 

region.  They brought the institution of slavery with them.   

 

By 1749, approximately 2,200 people, representing a variety of ethnic groups, including descendents 

of English, German, and Scotch-Irish settlers and more than 600 African-born and Creole slaves 

(those born in Great Britainôs colonies, including Virginia), populated the area that would become 

Loudoun County.
2
  The majority of those enslaved were young men from western Africa.  In 1757, 

in response to the growth of settlement in this area, the Virginia General Assembly formed Loudoun 

County out of northwestern Fairfax County.  

 

The American victory in the Revolutionary War (1775-1781) had a profound effect on Loudoun 

Countyôs government, economy, society, and culture.  In the 1783 Treaty of Paris that formally 

ended the American Revolution, Great Britain ceded the land west of the Appalachian Mountains to 

the newly formed United States.  Although Native Americans continued to challenge the new 

countryôs claims to the western lands, thousands of Americans traveled across the mountains in 

search of cheap land and better economic opportunities.  By 1790, the year of the first United States 

census, Loudoun Countyôs total population had grown to just under 19,000 people of whom 4,213 

were people of color, the vast majority of whom were slaves.   

 

The most significant event for African and Creole slaves in Loudoun and throughout the former 

American Colonies was the ratification of the United States Constitution in 1787.  Under the new 

constitution, Congress was given authority to end the importation of slaves after 20 years, but no 

sooner.  This Congress did on January 1, 1808.  With the end of importation, the slave population in 

Loudoun became more Creole, thus more African American than African.
3
   

 

In addition, the Constitution institutionalized the ñthree-fifthsò clause under which representatives in 

the U.S. House of Representatives were apportioned among the states based on total population.  

Population was determined by counting all free persons and three-fifths of the slaves.  In this 

manner, states like Virginia, with small free populations, were able to counter domination by states 

with large free populations and relatively few slaves.  In addition to determining representation in 

the House and the Electoral College, the Constitution prevented Congress from imposing a head tax 

on slaves and thus gave one more tremendous benefit to slave owners at the expense of non-slave 

owners. 

 

By 1800, Loudounôs population totaled 20,523.  Three-hundred and thirty-three residents were free 

people of color; 4,990 Loudoun residents were enslaved, thus just over twenty-five percent of 

Loudounôs population was African or of African descent.  Loudounôs African-American population 

would have been even greater if, in 1798, Fairfax County had not re-acquired the southeastern 

portion of Loudoun.  Historians of the region estimate that Loudoun lost 4,034 of its total 

population. Of this group, 1,658 were slaves.
4
  Despite losing both land and population to Fairfax, 

the expansion of western settlements in the late 18
th
 and early 19

th
 centuries spurred Loudounôs 

growth, though it slowed during the 1830s and 1840s.  By 1860, Loudounôs population hovered 

under 22,000; 1,200 were free people of color and 5,501 were enslaved African Americans.   

                                                 
2
 Brenda E. Stevenson, Life in Black and White, Family and Community in the Slave South [New York: Oxford 

University Press, 1996] 352, fn 60. 
3
 After 1808 the internal trading in slaves continued in those states where slavery was legal, namely all states but 

Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Connecticut, Rhode Island, New York, and New Jersey.   
4
 See Nan Netherton et al., Fairfax County, Virginia: A History [Fairfax, VA: Fairfax County Board of Supervisors, 

1978] pp 29-36. 
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Life Enslaved, Life Free: African Americans in the Early National and 

Antebellum Period (1800-1860) 
 

 
Figure 4.  Portion of Bishop James Madisonôs 1807 map of Virginia showing Loudoun County.  From The 

Cartography of Northern Virginia: Facsimile Reproductions of Maps Dating From 1608 to 1915 by Richard W. 

Stephenson. History and Archaeology Section, Office of Comprehensive Planning: Fairfax, Virginia, 1981. Plate 22. 

 

Life Enslavedé 

Slavery was an integral and visible part of Loudoun Countyôs social, economic, and political life; 

indeed it was the cornerstone of southern society of which Loudoun was part.  What was life like for 

those Loudoun residents who were enslaved?  How did free people of color live in a slave-based 

society?  In Loudoun County, the answers to these questions depended on where one lived and 

during what period of time. 

 

A significant influence on Loudounôs population throughout this period was the forced migration of 

people due to Loudounôs domestic slave trade.  According to historian Brenda Stevenson, more than 

1,000 Loudoun slaves were sold between 1800 and 1810.  Between 1850 and 1860 approximately 

1,300 slaves were sold out of the county.
5
  As a slave in Loudoun County, one lived under the 

constant reality that you and members of your family would be sold at least once in your lifetime. 

 

The majority of slaves in Loudoun County lived on plantations that were owned by owners who 

owned large numbers of African Americans.  Stevenson has determined that, ñ46 percent of 

Loudoun slaves were part of holdings of 10 or more slaves in 1820; 45 percent in 1850.ò
6
  Ninety 

percent of Loudoun County slaves were field workers who cleared land, cultivated and harvested 

                                                 
5
 Stevenson, p. 176. 

6
 Stevenson, p. 177. 
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crops, and performed all the labor needed to establish and maintain the lands possessed by their 

owners. 

 

Throughout the antebellum period, slaves who lived in the town of Leesburg, the county seat of 

Loudoun County, worked as household servants, as tavern workers, and as skilled artisans.  Over the 

course of their lives, they often worked in several households, as Leesburg slave owners frequently 

hired out or rented slaves to non-slaveholding whites in the town or in the surrounding rural areas.  

Slave life in Leesburg differed from rural slave life in many ways.  Leesburg slaves, particularly 

those who were skilled artisans, found more opportunities to make money than did slaves on 

plantations.  Compared to the majority of slaves in Loudoun County, slaves in Leesburg probably 

had more contact with each other and with the small number of free blacks in Leesburg than did 

rural slaves.  Since most Leesburg slaves worked in households or in small shops, they tended to 

have closer contact with their owners.  However, this more intimate contact also curtailed any 

private time that Leesburg slaves had, making it difficult for them to elude physically and sexually 

abusive owners.  

 

Life Freeé 

If one were a free person of color in Loudoun during the antebellum period, one could look to 

communities of support among other free people, especially in the Loudoun towns of Leesburg, 

Middleburg, Hamilton, Snickersville (now Bluemont), Waterford, Lovettsville, and Hillsboro.  

However, whatever support there was among free blacks for each other was dwarfed by the hostility 

of Loudoun slaveholders and state law.  In 1831, explicit displays of hostility became heightened 

after Nat Turner, a slave in Southampton County, Virginia, began a slave revolt in which 57 whites 

were killed.  The rebellion ultimately failed and local whites executed Turner and killed 200 slaves 

in retaliation.  Starting in 1831, Virginia began to pass a series of laws specifically aimed at 

restricting the rights of free blacks.  These included barring African Americans from owning 

weapons (a particularly difficult burden in rural societies), restricting their businesses and their 

freedom of movement, and most ominously for Loudounôs free blacks, outlawing them and their 

children from learning to read or attending school.
7
 

 

                                                 
7
 For an in depth account of the experiences of free blacks in Loudoun, see Stevenson, pp 258-319. 
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The Civil War and the End of Slavery (1861-1865) 
 

 
Figure 5.  Preliminary map of northern Virginia embracing portions of Loudoun, Fauquier, Prince William, and 

Culpeper Counties.  ca. 1860. Available at HTTP://hdl.loc.gov/loc.gmd/g38831.cwh00011 

 

In November 1860, Republican Abraham Lincoln was elected president of the United States and the 

Republican Party won the congressional elections, enabling the relatively new political party to take 

control of both houses of Congress for the first time.  In response, several states in the lower south 

that felt threatened by the Republican Partyôs support of anti-slavery initiatives, held a series of state 

conventions to consider seceding from the Union.  On April 12, 1861, in Charleston, South Carolina, 

troops fired at the Union garrison of Fort Sumter.  On April 17, 1861, following the attack and 

President Abraham Lincolnôs subsequent order for federal troops to occupy northern Virginia, the 

Virginia Secession Convention voted to secede from the Union.  Loudounôs two delegates to the 

convention, John Janney and John A. Carter, voted against secession.  However, when the public 

was asked to ratify the ordinance of secession in May of 1861, the majority of Loudoun Countyôs 

eligible voters supported secession.
8
  The American Civil War (1861-1864) would not end for four 

years.  During the war 620,000 soldiers and sailors and an unknown number of southern civilians 

would lose their lives. 

 

Throughout the war, Loudoun County was successively occupied by both armies.  As a border area, 

the county witnessed significant troop movements through its boundaries, one major battle, and 

numerous minor skirmishes.  Raids on Union forces by Confederate partisan groups, including the 

band led by John Singleton Mosby, were common. Both armies destroyed or confiscated residentsô 

                                                 
8
 Three of Loudounôs 15 precincts voted against secession: Lovettsville, Waterford and Waters.  Charles Preston Poland, 

Jr. From Frontier To Suburbia (Marceline, MO: Walsworth Publishing Company, 1976), p.180. 


